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Over the last 160 years life expectancy in those countries, who did best, increased by 2.5 years per decade for women and slightly less for men. CVD mortality rates have been decreasing in western countries by 2-3% annually since 1970; this is particularly true for higher age groups such as 75-84 years, and 85 years and over. From 1980-2002 life expectancy in Germany increased by 5.8 years in men and 4.6 years in women: nearly 50% of this increase in both men and women was due to declining CVD mortality rates. From 1990-1997 life expectancy in the eastern part of Germany increased by 3.2 years for men and women. Declining CVD mortality rates contributed even more to this rapid increase than in the western part of the country. Estimating the quantitative contributions from changes in age-and disease-specific mortality to life expectancy from 1962-2006 in Germany reveals that age groups 65 years and over and CVD mortality declines contribute most to the increase in life expectancy of 9.9 years for men and 9.4 years for women. Studies applying different methodological approaches come to the conclusion that 2/3 of the CHD mortality decline are attributable to primary prevention and 1/3 to improvements in acute treatment. The rising epidemic of obesity and diabetes mellitus type 2 in western countries challenges our optimism regarding ever increasing life expectancy in the western world.

